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ABSTRACT

ROCKS is a 2D animation thesis film of 6 minutes and 20 seconds and talks
about a young woman dealing with difficult memories of her father who is
an astronaut and his decision to go away on a long space flight when she
was a young girl. The story is about memory, family and making peace with
the past, as well as the progress of growing up. The major software used
during the entire production process include: Adobe Photoshop, TVPaint,
Adobe After Effect and Procreate.
It is inspired by some of my own experience as a young girl, and the original
idea of this thesis film is to telling a story of my own. However, after going
down many other messy and ineffective storytelling roads, I ended up using
the technique of montage to structure my narrative. This paper introduces
how this film was made and how this famous editing technique made it
possible for me to compress a long time span into a short film, telling a
complicated story more clearly and creating a much more powerful and
empathic turning point in the narrative.
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INTRODUCTION
It was clear to me from the beginning that my thesis film would be a story
related to my own lived experience. I had a strong will to make a film about
my family even prior to becoming a graduate student and I saw that my
thesis film was perfect chance to do it.
There was a time in my childhood when I was living with my parents in the
desert. In my memories, I spent a great deal of time alone. At that time, I
used to wonder what my parents were doing, and why they were not by
my side. As I grew up, I gradually realized that they were technical workers
at the satellite launch center of China who worked for the country. I wanted
to make a film about this for two reasons: to show my process of growing
up and to document a journey of my memory.
However, no matter how much I wanted the film to be touching and
emotive, the production process was not as smooth as I had expected. When
I attempted to build the story structure, I found that the conventional linear
narrative structure was not suitable. First, since the story is complicated and
about memory, it would be too long if told with a linear narrative structure.
Second, the story would inevitably become plain and flat due to the lack of
story arc, the film would consist of boring everyday scenes and lack
surprises. Moreover, it would be difficult to set up the story beats since there
would be many details. Moreover, all the conflicts among characters would
be too complicated to convey. After research and consideration, I therefore
decided to use montage technique to create a more suitable and non-linear
narrative and shorten the length of the film.
As an effective technique of narrative film, montage can tell a complex story
with a relatively small amount of work, enhance the audience’s
comprehension of the core story, and generate empathy. For me, creating a
sequence of montage shots and using them to support the story were the
most challenging parts of the production process. This paper discusses the
production process of the montage segment of my thesis film, Rocks, and
how I used the Montage technique to enhance the audience’s
comprehension of the story and to generate greater empathy.
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RESEARCH REVIEW
My film, Rocks, is a story about memory, I therefore researched movies and
short films related to this topic. Three animated short films in particular
inspired me during the production process. The first is Late Afternoon, an
Irish animated short film produced by Cartoon Saloon (see Figure 1). I was
impressed by the art style and storytelling. The film tells a touching story:
an elderly woman is having her afternoon tea, but she drops the cookie in
the teacup. Later, she drifts back through her memories to relive her life. I
especially appreciate the utilization of the montage technique, as well as the
metamorphosis of animation. It not only helps clarify the story, but also
dramatically enhances empathy.

Figure 1: Short animated film Late Afternoon (Cartoon Saloon, 2017)

The second short film is Lost Star, an animated 2D short thesis film by Lijun
Sun (see Figure 2). This short film explains the feeling of missing home and
family from the perspective of an astronaut. Relatively speaking, the story
arc of this film is not clear. Instead of telling a story, it employs certain
objects to represent a family. For example, when the audience sees a dining
table with plenty of food, they will understand that this represents family
and that the astronaut in the story is missing his family members. It inspired
me in regard to telling the story from the character’s perspective.
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Figure 2: The dinner table scene in Lost Star (2020)

The third film is called An Island, another Irish 2D animated film (see Figure
3). The short film tells the story of a desperate man trying to conquer an
island. The beginning of the film does not introduce much background. The
fact that a man drives to the isolated island alone motivates the audience to
watch it. The audience sees that the man’s emotion is suppressed in his
actions, waiting to erupt. When he falls into a cave and sees a skeleton,
which plunges him into memories with his dead wife, the audience realizes
that it is a dialogue between the present and the past, between life and death.
This film is powerful because the music and the picture work perfectly
together, and that brings up empathy greatly. The music helps build up
tension before the man sees the skeleton, which also helps to maintain the
audience’s interest.

Figure 3: Animated short film An Island (2019)
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These three films greatly inspired me to explore the method of making a
story about memory. There are several perspectives from which to tell a
touching story, as well as different story structures. However, the crucial
issue is the purpose of telling the story. What does the filmmaker want to
tell the audience through the film? To me, the biggest challenge was to
balancing the theme of my film. I vacillated between telling a story about
“father and daughter” and “to grow up is to let go.” However, after my
second thesis treatment meeting, the “growing up” theme was chosen.
At the early stages of planning the work, I thought it would be a multimedia
film. Since the story is based on my experience, I thought that using my
personal belongings could help to tell the story. However, I decided that the
style of the film would be a traditional 2D, hand-drawn style, and I
eliminated the stop-motion portion due to the limitation of production time.
Since the story was set in China, I researched Chinese buildings and fashion
from the ‘90s (see Figure 4). Aesthetically speaking, the scenes and
backgrounds in the film are as accurate as possible because this part of the
story is my memory. As for the character design, my priority was simplicity
due to the heavy workload of my film. However, I had to carefully ponder
father’s outfit, for example, his space uniform, which implies his occupation.

Figure 4: Live footages and picture references

During the production process, I conducted extra research on montage. I
read books including Understanding Movies by Louis Giannetti to study the
theories and principles of montage. According to Eisenstein, montage is a
series of separated images that are edited together to create a continuous
5

sequence in filmmaking. Montage is an editing style in which contrasting
shots or sequences are juxtaposed to suggest a whole idea or impression
(Giannetti 163). These combined images are generally dissimilar to one
another. However, in this circumstance, the juxtapositions should not be
arbitrary. The combination has to have connections with the story. If the
images are used correctly, the montage can evoke the audience’s
imagination. They could connect to each image themselves and form a
narrative story with these images (Giannetti 165).
For example, in the animated short film, An Island, the montage segment
shows the audience still images of a woman, followed by still pictures of
dead flowers and the hospital. The audience thus infers that this woman is
dead and that the protagonist is moaning her. The author made the story
clearer by presenting a juxtaposition to the audience. From my point of view,
what an artist needs to do is to sophisticatedly arrange the images to show
them to the audience.
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PROCESS

l TREATMENT PROPOSAL
i.

The First Treatment Proposal

When I first attempted to piece a story together, the foremost thing I did
was to draw on my memory. Since I did not have a clear storyline,
brainstorming was the best thing to do. As I began to mull over the idea, I
got excited. Since it is a story that originated in my family, it would be
effortless for me to form a blurred storyline. It seemed that there were too
many memories that I could use as a subject or theme to make a successful
animated short film, but I had to choose one. Thus, after I compared various
memory segments, I chose the most meaningful memory: living with my
family in the deserted when I was a child. Once the story background was
settled, I started to do sketches and weighed the merits of each memory and
idea to develop a strong narrative.
The first draft of my story treatment begins with the heroine, a high school
student, having trouble in her daily life. Facing difficulties in high school
and the challenges in life make her depressed. One day in math class, she
recalls living with her parents in the desert. In this memory, she remembers
that her parents usually left at night because of work. One night, her parents
did not return. She felt nervous about staying at home alone, so she went
outside and tried to find her parents. However, when she saw the
magnificent starry sky, she was shocked by its beauty. After recalling this
memory, she realized that her parents left home due to their responsibility
and chooses to forgive them. It was a story touching story, and everything
seemed to be going smoothly until my first thesis treatment meeting. The
thesis committee did not pass this version of my story.
The failure of the first thesis meeting felt like an unexpected defeat. At the
meeting, I found that the story I had pieced together from my memories
was not engaging enough to attract any audience except myself. In my first
story treatment, I focused too much on unimportant details rather than the
7

storyline (see Figure 5). As a result, the story lacked a clear narrative and
conflict.

Figure 5: Hand-drawing rough storyboard

However, at that time, I could not see the flaws myself. Every conflict and
detail came from a personal memory, and I did not intend to delete any of
them. During the thesis committee meeting, there were several questions I
could not answer. The most crucial question was: “What are you trying to
tell the audience through this film?”. I failed to answer that question.
After the first thesis committee meeting, I realized that telling a story about
myself was not as easy as I had initially thought. It may even be more
challenging to tell a story about oneself because when artists try to recreate
a story from their own lives, it may be difficult to separate themselves from
reality. The artist could lose the perspective as an audience member, which
is a disaster for storytellers. When my first version of the story was rejected,
I lost my confidence and direction. I was unsure which part of the story I
should change or what I should change it to. Most importantly, I needed to
determine the focus of the story. While I was struggled with all those
unanswered questions and started to change things, the painful progress of
storytelling began.

ii.

The Second Treatment Proposal

When I started to re-examine the first edition of my story, I viewed the story
from the audience’s perspective rather than my own for the first time, which
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made the story’s faults clear. This time, I added more conflicts, especially
between the daughter and the father.
In the previous treatment, despite the primary goal of this story, there were
problems with the story structure. First, it was unnecessary to demonstrate
the heroine’s high school life. For an animation with only one year of
production time, the introduction part is much less important than the story
itself. Then I realized that the memory part is not connected to the heroine’s
present life. In the story, the girl suddenly goes into a memory of the past
during class for no reason. This plot is not convincing and could lead to the
audience feeling out touch with the story. I therefore changed the heroine
from a high school student to an adult facing her life and work. The
introduction of the story thus was changed to be the heroine’s struggling
with all kinds of unpleasantness in her life. Furthermore, she finds herself
in her father’s shoes and recalls the day they had spent together.
Second, one of my committee members noted that the plot of the family
conflict was not sufficiently dramatic and that the audience would not relate
to a story with no conflict among the characters because there was nothing
to surprise them. In my original story, I did not state the specific conflict
among characters. All the audience knows is that the parents have more
important things to do than accompany their daughter. If I continued with
this, and if people may think the parents are irresponsible. However, I tried
to show that the father’s choice to leave his family was also a personal
sacrifice (i.e., he had no other option). With this realization, I assigned the
father a long-term mission in space and made him to be an astronaut so that
he would have a valid reason for leaving the family. To convey this, I added
subtle details, including the spacesuit and spaceship model in the
background, as well as a rocket launch scene.
Thirdly, I confronted the most crucial question, ”what is the main idea of
this story?” It was a difficult question initially due to the many directions I
could go with the material I had. I started by asking myself what conflict I
wanted to tell the most in the story? I quickly concluded that the conflict
between father and daughter would be my primarily focus. In the story, the
heroine forgives her father and ultimately understands his choice because,
as an adult, she recognizes the difficulty of balancing her life and work. In
this way, the story’s theme relates to the process of growing up, and the
changes in mentality that process brings. In short, it is about a little girl who
grows up to become an adult.
To intensify this theme, I modified the subtle hints about the parents’ jobs,
and revealed the father’s job as an astronaut at the end of the memory
section. When the character comes back from her memory, she looks into
the night sky and feels relieved. With the aforementioned modifications, the
structure of the story became more straightforward. It has an opening, a
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building up in the middle, and an ending that is also a turning point.
Fortunately, I passed the second committee meeting with this new
approach. Although I realized that the story was not perfect, I was glad to
have determined its’ theme and to have a foundation from which to work.

l

THREE VERSIONS OF STORYBOARDS

The new story starts with a young woman facing unpleasantness in her
daily life. While working late into the night, she remembers her parents’
quarrelling and her father leaving the family when she was a little girl.
When she grows up, she realizes that her father is an astronaut. However,
she resented her father while she was growing up. Ultimately, she forgives
her father as an adult. Although the revised story structure was more
concrete compared to the previous one, a problem was still apparent. I
unconsciously established three types of conflicts in the story:
1. The conflict between the daughter and the father: the young
daughter could not understand her father’s departure;
2. The second conflict between the mother and the father: she resents
him for valuing his job more than the family; and
3. The inner struggle of the father: the difficulty of choosing between
family responsibility and job responsibility.
None of these conflicts is easy to elaborate on in an animated film, let alone
all three. Moreover, I made these three conflicts equally structural in the
story, which made the story disoriented and lack focus. In short, there was
no story arc. And I had to solve these problems while drawing storyboards.

i.

The First Storyboard

In my first attempt at the storyboard, I followed my treatment and simply
visualized the words I wrote. Suddenly, the problems of the story were even
more perceptible. According to the feedback from my thesis supervisor, the
clearest problem was the beats of the story were of little help to present the
most critical moments of the story. Since the memory part should be where
characters interact and conflicts occur, I packed it with all the character
interaction in the storyboard. However, the characters were still separated
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from each other, which made the beats of the story a mess. For example,
there was a scene in the memory part when the mother put the girl down
on the sofa and walked towards the kitchen to do chores (see Figure 6). At
the same time, the girl looked out of the window and saw her father walking
away from home. She then turned her head and saw her mother doing
chores. Although my original intention was to show the girl’s inner feelings
of loneliness and disconnection with her parents in this scene, this
storyboard failed to achieve that.

Figure 6: Living room scene in the first storyboard
In fact, the characters were not emotionally connected. One character’s
behavior did not influence the other. The audience would need extra time
to comprehend the emotional changes of each character, which would make
it difficult for them to feel empathy.
To solve this dilemma, I found an object as a symbol of the family and used
it to unite the characters. Ideally, with this object, the characters’ mood is
easier to express, and the audience can understand every character by how
they treat the object. It took me a long time to decide that the object should
be rocks, which would also become the title of this film. Once I had the rock
in the story, I made it appear in almost every scene. I let every character
interact with the rocks, making them key to the story’s development. To the
daughter, the rocks represent the painful memory of being neglected when
she was little; to the father, the rocks represent his love for the daughter;
and to the mother, the rocks represent her resentment of the father’s choice.
Moreover, the audience comprehends each character through how they act
towards the rocks. With such a central object, I could finally develop the
story more clearly.
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ii.

The Second Storyboard

After I adjusted the story beats of the first storyboard, the story became
more coherent. However, when I was working on the second storyboard,
new problems arose. The three characters in the story have different feelings
toward each other, and I needed to express these complex feelings clearly
in a five-minute short film. However, when I was drawing my second
storyboard, even if I understood that the central conflict should be the
estrangement between father and daughter, I could not decide which scenes
to delete or how the plot could be simplified.
In the story, the argument between mother and father took a relatively long
period. I tried to use this to express the girl’s grief over the family’s
disharmony. However, according to the feedback I got, this version of the
story had no time to express the girl’s mood because every scene was full of
detailed information. At this point, I needed to reduce the unnecessary
conflicts or use visual language to cleverly convey the conflict.
In all the previous storyboards, I designed a scene where the mother refuses
the father to pet the girl on her head. However, this scene was unnecessary.
I modified this scene by deleting the mother’s quarrel with the father and
only showed the disharmonious atmosphere of the family (see Figure 7).
Simultaneously, I let the daughter interact more with the father to ensure
the central conflict is still between them. When the girl walks into the living
room, the audience sees the mother sitting on the sofa with a sad expression.
Then the audience may infer that the parents had a quarrel. More
importantly, the scene clarified that the main conflict was between the
father and the daughter.

Figure 7: Unnecessary plot of the second storyboard
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iii.

The Third Storyboard

While rearranging the story’s structure, I found that it could be divided into
three stages. The first part is the grown-up girl struggling in the real world,
and the character going back to the memory; in the memory, after the little
girl sees the rocket launch, the montage segments reveal a certain truth; and
finally, the girl returns to reality. With this structure, the montage segment
becomes the most important part of the film. The goal of the montage
segments is to disclose what happened in the past and make the audience
understand why the father chose to leave when the girl was young and why
the grown-up girl refuses to think about the past at the beginning of the film.
As I progressed in making a montage sequence that could help me tell the
story, I researched more about montage as an editing technique and how it
could influence the narrative. In his book, Understanding Movies, Louis
Giannetti notes that, according to Pudovkin, each shot of a montage
sequence should make a new point. Through the juxtaposition of shots, a
new meaning is created (Giannetti, 139). Additionally, in the book,
Giannetti uses a Hitchcock’s film, Rear Window (U.S., 1954), as an example
of using neutral images to create new meanings rather than the actors
performing and dialogue. By cutting the shots of the spying hero and shots
of the neighbors’ windows, Hitchcock dramatizes the thoughts going
through the audiences’ mind, which is what I had been trying to achieve in
my film.
In the film, using a montage aims to reveal some truth and highlight the
conflict, making the audience comprehend what had happened to this
family. However, I struggled to achieve that through a number of quick cuts.
Thus, my montage segments were still disorderly in the third storyboard.
Although every shot had a meaning in my mind, they lacked connections
to each other and the story. For example, I drew a picture of a broken glass
to represent a broken family. However, it would be difficult for the audience
to comprehend something so vague in quick cuts. If the information and the
connection are not sufficiently clear, all the quick cuts are merely a
collection of meaningless pictures.
Before I started to make montages, I thought they were the most unlimited
way to tell a story. However, I realized that the difficulty of creating a
powerful montage sequence relates to having too many choices. The real
dilemma is how to choose proper, practical, and efficient shots to tell the
story. I could not solve this problem successfully until I started making
animatics.
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l Animatics

I used TVPaint Pro 11 to make the animatics. After giving every shot length
and frames, as well as simple actions for characters, additional problems
were evident in the story. I mainly used my time to polish the montage
sequence in the film. I subsequently began to think about how to use the
montage to tell my story and influence the audience this way.

i.

The First Animatic

The total length of the first animatic was approximately five minutes, and
the non-memory portion was almost two minutes, which made the theme
of the film lack balance once again. Moreover, the visual language was not
as effective as I thought, especially in the montage segments.
According to the article Research on the Montage Technique in the film and
television, by Xiaoshu Li, there are several types of Montage forms. Among
them, narrative montage usually has an inner connection between each shot
to form a concept that a single scene cannot produce and thereby inspire the
viewers’ imagination (Li, 4). The main goal that I wanted to achieve through
montage was to provide more information about the story and provoke
empathy. According to montage classification, narrative montage was thus
my aim. The different shots should be connected together to narrate a story
and show a series of events. When I was making montage segments, I
primarily focused on this.
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However, in my first attempt at the montage sequence, I put too much effort
into explaining the story (see Figure 8). For example, there is a shot in the
middle of the montage in which I put the father at the center of the picture.
Later, he starts to play with the daughter, then suddenly he is in his space
uniform and looks down to see his reflection in the astronaut helmet. The
purpose of this shot is to show that, first, the relationship of father and
daughter used to be close; second, the father is an astronaut; and third, he
must go on a mission. Nevertheless, although these scenes conveyed the
information, they failed to evoke viewers’ empathy. The visually dreary
composition was also difficult to watch.

Figure 8: Part of montage segment

Although all the shots I chose were ambiguously connected to the story,
they had little connection to each other. Instead, each shot headed in its own
direction. In an attempt to fix the problem, my supervisor suggested that I
restructure the montage. Because the memory of the daughter is key, I
decided that using the daughter’s point of view to guide the montage might
be a more reasonable way to tell the story.

ii.

The Second Animatic

This time, I shortened the introduction part of the film so that it would focus
on the past rather than the present. I simutaneously added some flashbacks
15

at the beginning of the film while the young woman was working late at
night. I made this adjustment so it would not be too abrupt when the
memory started.
I abandoned all the shots in the first animatic and started to consider the
montage from another angle. The previous montage was not coherent.
Every shot was separated from the next. This time, I began to use the rocks
to strengthen the emotional connection between the daughter and the father
(see Figure 9).

Figure 9: Rock-centered montage segment

In this scene, the audience first follows the daughter’s point of view to see
the father, then the next shot cuts to the father’s point of view while he is
working on the paper; the planet on paper becomes rocks. The father holds
the rocks, and the audience can see the rock as a present given by the father
to the daughter. The shot then cuts back to the daughter’s point of view.

In this way, the audience attains the following pieces of information:
1.
2.
3.
4.

The daughter and the father used to be close.
The girl is interested in rocks because her father gave her a box of rocks
as a present.
The character of the father starts to be built up.
The audience recognizes that the father loves the daughter as well.

Despite the roughness of my hand drawing, I think these shots are efficient.
These shots give the audience sufficient time to comprehend the
relationship between the father and the daughter.
While struggling with the montage, I tried rough sound effects and
reference music for the montage sequence, which I found it helpful to adjust
the montage. Once I had a piece of reference music, I could see the
16

montage’s rhythm and the beats. It also helped me to use visual language
to tell the story. I started to realize that music plays a vital role in montage.
It not only helps with the transitions between shots but also effectively
brings empathy.
With the reference music, I reorganized the sequence and adjusted the
duration of each shot. I tried to combine metamorphosis to create better
transitions from one character’s perspective to another (see Figure 10). For
example, there is a series of shots in which the girl sees her parents having
a quarrel behind the door. The father closes the door in front of her, then
the camera zooms out and the girl gradually becomes a rock. In this way,
the metamorphosis can intensify the emotional feelings, and the audience
can sense the sorrow and separation of the girl. Additionally, I symbolized
the family photo to show the girl’s resentment of the father’s leaving. At the
end of the montage, the girl grows up and cuts the family photo in half. One
part is the image of her and the mother; the other part is the father’s image.
This scene thus harks back to the beginning of the film and conveys why
the girl is bothered by the flashback of her father.

Figure 10: Metamorphosis in montage

In regard to the ending, since the theme of the film is about growing up and
making peace with the past, it is unnecessary to explain the ending of the
father. The most important thing is to show that the girl has made peace
with her past. I thus had the girl tape up the cut family photograph at the
end to show that she had let go of her resentment. The memory is her inner
battle. When she was young, she opposed to her father’s leaving; as an adult
with her job and duties, she understands her father’s choice.
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l Pre-Production

i.

Character Design

Although I spent a great deal of time on storytelling, I also had to put effort
into pre-production. In mid-October 2020, I started to design the characters
in my film. There are three characters in Rocks: the daughter, the father, and
the mother. Moreover, there are two versions of the daughter, the adult and
the child. I therefore had to create four characters (see Figure 11).
Determining a style for the characters was challenging. Initially, I wanted
the characters to be as realistic as possible. However, while I sketching the
characters, I found it too complicated to draw them realistically in the film.
So I simplified the characters by using round lines and deleting unnecessary
details. However, I still wanted the characters to look somewhat realistic.
The main reference that I used is my family’s photo album, especially those
of our life in the desert.
The trickiest character was the father, and my first attempt was not ideal. I
made him a typical astronaut character with an angular jaw and muscular
body. These traits usually make people consider the character to be a strong,
determined, and brave person. However, the father in my story is not like
that. Additionally, although his occupation requires him to be strong and
courageous, the character has vulnerability in his heart. Thus, I erased his
muscle to make him slenderer and normalized his body structure to make
him more like a regular person.

Figure 1: Character design
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ii.

Background Design

The many scenes in the story required me to draw multiple backgrounds.
My priority was to keep the style consistent and straightforward. In the
storyboard, a great deal of details and information are hidden in the
background. I thus had to design the background carefully and choose the
camera angle sophisticatedly to enable the audience to pick up the correct
information while watching the film.
The reference that I used was still based on my family photo album,
especially those photographs of our life in the desert. In my impression, the
desert was full of warm colors with drastic color changes from day to night.
I hence used warm colors for the day and dark and cold colors for the night
and the outdoor scenes (see Figure 12). Based on the outdoor environment,
I chose the same color scheme for the indoor settings to give the audience a
consistent impression of time. Moreover, I tried to use backgrounds to tell
the story as well. For example, when designing the office background for
the grown-up daughter and the father, I chose the same composition and
similar camera angles for these two scenes. The back view of the grown-up
daughter while she’s working at night reminds the audience of the father
and gives the impression that the daughter is facing the same problem that
her father had.

Figure 12: Color scheme of backgrounds
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l PRODUCTION

i.

Staging and Layout

When I finished storyboarding and moved on to animatics, I realized that
the staging of my story was crucial. Before drawing backgrounds, I read the
book, On Filmmaking, by Alexander Mackendrick who thinks that the
director’s job is to direct the audience’s attention. Therefore, framing and
editing determine the view of the audience (5). Understanding his theory, I
experienced a lot of camera angles and tried different compositions for each
scene to direct the audience’s attention. There are three characters in the
story, but they rarely appear simultaneously in a single shot. However, the
characters’ interaction is different among the three, so when designing the
shot, I had to consider the characters’ emotions and interactions.
For example, when the girl comes back from the desert and meets her father
in front of the door, she stands in the sunlight and her father is hidden in
the shadow (see Figure 13). In this scene, the girl is excited about the rocks
she found and wants to show them to her father. On the contrary, the father
is unhappy because he has to leave the daughter. In this way, the audience
understands the different moods of these two characters. The tension is
built in this scene, the audience might wonder why the father looks upset.
Moreover, the audience might be curious about the story and want to keep
watching.

Figure 13: Film composition
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ii.

Animation

The general actions in the animation are not complicated. The first step was
to draw the rough keys for each character. It took some time to design the
characters’ actions. However, I certain movements were more complex than
I expected. I found references and tutorials online to analyze the similar
actions, which helped a great deal. However, some actions could not be
found online, and I had to use myself as a model to shoot a reference.
Rocks did not require a cartoonish animation, so I focused on the continuity
of the actions. To do that, my thesis supervisor Peter suggested that I
animate the characters separately, and use different layers to animate the
hair and the body. In this way, if one part needed to be modified, it would
not influence the others. I drew some satisfying key frames for certain shots
with this method and then moved to in-betweens.
When I started the animation production, I had already spent too much time
on storytelling. As a result, the film was more than 6 minutes long. When I
realized that I had approximately eight weeks to finish inking and coloring,
I decided to delete specific in-betweens to save time. I chose unimportant
scenes to adapt the modification and redesign the action to simplify the
drawing. The problem of it was the animation would not be very smooth.
However, the result of the animation was presentable, and I added more inbetweens after the screening.

iii.

Inking

When I finally moved on to inking, there were only four to five weeks left.
Although the lines of cartain shoots remained rough, I decided to use inking
to clear the lines. However, during the process, I found out that I was not
capable of drawing satisfying lines because my draft animation was too
rough, so I first re-drew the animation.
Inking is the most time-consuming step of the production process. The
animator must stay focused on the line to maintain the continuity of the
characters and animation. In addition, the requirement of accuracy was a
challenge for me. However, I accelerated the inking process with practice.
At the same time, if I was too exhausted to do inking, I would do coloring
work as a form of relaxation. I ultimately spent less than three weeks
finishing the inking.
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iv.

Color Choices

When the production process came to an end, I realized I need to find an
effective way to differentiate the two layers of memories. The film contains
three time periods. The first is the present, when the girl has become a
young woman who works late at night. The second is the memory of the
girl living near the desert. The third is the montage, which condenses a vast
amount of time. Therefore, using different color spectrums would be a very
efficient way to affect the audience’s moods (see Figure 14 and 15).
I hence applied more dark, blue, and cold colors to the background for the
first part, and the light of the lap top screen in the first scene is more
prominent, making the scene look even colder. In regard to the first memory
segment, the color abruptly changes to a bright yellow, warm color because
the girl is still joyful and hopeful in these scenes. In the scene at night when
the TV broadcasts the rocket launch, the dark blue color signifies that
something is about to happen and that the mother is anxious about
something. I used black and white in the montage to distinguish it from the
previous memory, which also coordinates with the sorrowful mood of the
montage sequence.

Figure 14: Color contrast (1)
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Figure 15: Color contrast (2)

Due to the different color spectrums, the audience can follow the mood of
the film. In this way, the storyline can be more easily understood.

l COMPOSITING

After finishing coloring and the background, I exported each shot and
combined them in Adobe After Effects (AE). Since I found the camera tool
in TVPaint difficult to use, I added the camera movement in AE. Although
the background and characters are in 2D form, I used 3D camera movement
in AE to give certain scenes more depth of field (see Figure 16). Additionally,
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in the montage sequence, I used subtle camera movements to mimic the
first-person view. I then added texture so the still images would not be too
plain. Special effects also needed to be added to some shots, but I was
uncertain about what effects to use. I therefore played with the mask tool
and effects to see what result I could get. Some were satisfying, such as the
shot where the mother throws the rocks away and the rocks break the
window. In this shot, I used AE to exaggerate the character’s motion and
used the mask tool to change the color of line. Finally, I used AE to make
color adjustments, so the colors are more coherent in the film. After this step,
the background and the character were more unified.

Figure 16: Compositing of the launch scene

l SOUND & MUSIC

At the beginning of production, I realized that the music and sound effects
would be essential for this film. During the production process, I
communicated a great deal with my composer and sound designer. Initially,
I was afraid that they would not understand the film because my storyline
was still disorderly at the time. However, since I had found rough sound
effects and a piece of reference music and introduced the mood of every
scene, the composer and sound designer understood it immediately.
When I was making the second animatic, I bought sound effects online, put
them in the animatic, and sent it to the sound designer. I found some general
sounds (e.g, footsteps, typing, glass breaking), but there were some specific
sound effects that I could not find online (e.g., the sound of rocks knocking
on the table and the ambient sound of the desert). Thus, when I sent my
second animatic with rough sound effects to my sound designer, I put notes
on the video to specify the kind of sound I wanted. During the process, my
sound designer, Autumn Mack, also gave me constructive advice. For
example, she suggested putting the heartbeat sound before the rocket
launch shot. In this way, the running scene could build greater tension for
24

the later scenes. Autumn also helped me with her professional knowledge.
When I was unsure about what kind of sound would be appropriate for a
certain scene, she gave me her advice and used sound effects to show me
different results. In the end, the final result was satisfying.
In regard to the music, there were two stages of composing. Initially, I had
no idea what melody I wanted. Once I had a rough animatic, I tried to find
a piece of reference music in a movie. While watching Dans La Maison (2012),
directed by Francois Ozon, I found that the theme music to be intense and
engaging, so I used it as reference music for the montage sequence.
Afterward, when I communicated with my composer, Kaiji Wang, I made
sure he understood the theme of the film and told him that the essential part
of the film is the montage sequence. I explained the mood of every scene
and the emotional changes of the main character. At the beginning of the
film, the grown-up girl is bothered by her heavy workload. The turning
point is when she drops the glass and the tone becomes heavy. At the
beginning of memory, while the girl is playing on the ground, the tone is
light and playful. For the rocket launching scene, we agreed that music was
unnecessary; we thought silence would better prepare the audience for
montage sequence, which is the highlight of the film. As the film is ending,
when the grown-up girl comes back from her memory, I wanted the music
to be peaceful.
Thanks to my colleagues’ professional skills and talents, the sound and
music exceeded my expectations. When I combined the music, sound, and
film, I thought they worked perfectly together. The music and sound greatly
benefited the film hugely.
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EVALUATION
SCREENING
My thesis film ROCKS was screened on May 5, 2021 via the RIT FVASA
YouTube Live stream. Due to the COVID pandemic and social distance
requirements, it is the second year of RIT screening online. I was grateful
that so many people can watch my film online and give me feedback to help
me improve it.

FEEDBACK AND COMMENTS
Most of the feedback is positive. From the comments that people gave me
on the YouTube Comment Board, I could see that most of the audience
enjoyed this short film and thought that it was touching and powerful.
Some thought very highly of the film and believed that the emotions of the
characters in the film were delicate and fascinating, and that the storyline
was clear. There is no doubt that many people thought that the countdown
blend was compelling, and the montage sequence really helped highlight
the story’s theme. A teacher I respect greatly said that he appreciated the
changing perspective from one character to another in the montage
segments. He thought that the montage transitions worked efficiently to
drags the audience’s attention into the characters, and the color choice for
the Montage worked well. He stated that the rhythm was tight but not tense,
giving the audience enough time to understand every piece of information.
As for the aesthetic point of view, many people thought that the
backgrounds in the film were beautiful and that the color worked efficiently
to exaggerate the atmosphere. In addition, some members of the audience
talk about the composition of the scenes, mentioning that the camera angles
fit wonderfully with the tone and atmosphere of the film.
Another thing that was been praised highly was the film’s music, which
beautifully matched the emotional style of the story. It seemed people
thought that the music and sound effects, combined, with the countdown
scene and montage, created a powerful and engaging impact on them.
However, there were some shortcomings mentioned in the comments as
well. One of my animation professors, Brian Larson, thought that although
the film was touching, I chose a difficult topic to talk about. The love
between families is a big topic, and it is hard to make a good film about it.
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I still have questions as to whether my film is too shallow or if the film
expresses the theme well enough or not. I realize that some audiences are
confused about the ending, especially the reason that the girl forgives her
father. Strangely, some people also understand what I tried to express in the
film and could related to it. I guess it’s because different people have a
different understanding of the film. Another weak point is the animation.
In some scenes, it is evident that the animation is not smooth enough.
However, many people understood that I had a heavy workload (it is a sixand-a-half-minute film after all) and suggested that I should add more inbetweens later.
Generally speaking, according to the comments and critiques I got, the
storyline of Rocks is clear, and the audience enjoyed watching it. The film is
was also touching and engaging enough for most viewers to feel empathic.
The Montage segments successfully enhanced the film to a higher level. It
also made the story more complete. Although there are some flaws in the
film, people still found it a memorable animated short film. I felt honored
to be selected as one of The Honor Shows of the year. I’d like to express my
gratitude to my thesis committees and my dear friends again for standing
by my side during the whole process. Without them, I don’t think that I
would have finished this film during such a hard time.

CONCLUSION

From a technical point of view, I consider the film to be a successful work.
First, I managed to tell the story I wanted to tell. In addition, the utilization
of montage improved the film a great deal. It helped convey a great deal of
information at once and heightened the theatrical tension between
characters. It also sped up the time in the film so that the viewers could
understand the story from a larger perspective. Moreover, the story’s core
and theme were unchanged during the process. Aesthetically speaking, I
was pleased with the background design and color choices in the film.
Thirdly, I had solved all the issues encountered in the production process, I
tried many kinds of approaches and learned more about storytelling and
montage.
The actual production time of ROCKS was approximately 14 months,
including two semesters and two months of winter vacation. I am grateful
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to have had the opportunity to complete a short film independently. It was
a relief to have finished it, and the result exceeded my expectations. I
learned a great deal from the whole production process. The experience was
full of changes, and I must admit that the process of creating a film from the
beginning to the end was complicated and painful. There was frustration,
self-doubt, sleep deprivation, and unpredictability throughout the journey.
However, when I reviewed my first treatment proposal for this film, every
uncomfortable feeling paled in comparison to what I had learned.
Since Rocks is a relatively complex story that originated from my own
experience, it is highly personal. Moreover, when I showed this film to my
parents, they immediately recognized scenes and shots that originated from
our shared memories. The film therefore belongs not only to me but also to
my family to a certain extent. Although the film has flaws, I still consider it
be the most satisfying work I have completed thus far.
Overall, I am proud of myself for completing such a large amount of
animation work by myself in a limited amount of time. The experience of
making Rocks is valuable to me. I learned multiple techniques and had many
learning experiences. It reminded me of my original interest in studying
animation when I was young. Telling a story is undoubtedly challenging,
but I will continue to do it with different approaches. Regardless of the final
result, the process of completing this film was a thrill. Moreover, I will use
the techniques and knowledge I have learned on future projects, as long as
I am still in love with telling stories.
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APPENDIX I
ORIGINAL PROPOSAL

Sand In the Sky
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Logline:
After a long day of work, Qiao filled her emptiness from her boring daily life, and
the exhaustion from work with her memory of living in the desert as a child.
Treatment:
Qiao, a 22-year-old young woman, standing on crowded subway with an
emotionless face. Walking on the way to home, she’s hit by a stranger. Sitting
at her bedroom, she's working on her laptop at midnight. She looks
concentrated on the screen but annoyed and tired. She reaches her hand for
the phones but knocks off a glass of water from the desk. She made an angry
voice. She types faster and faster, then drags her hair harshly, and smash the
screen closed. She sits on the chair in frustration. The door on the balcony slid
open. Qiao walks in, in front of her is the scene of the big city. She kicks a rock
on the ground while walking. She looks down at the rock, and the surrounding
environment of the rock becomes deserted ground, she falls into her memory.
At dust, little Qiao picks up a rock on the deserted ground and put it into her
pocket. The wind is blowing so hard that she can’t open her eyes. Qiao’s mom
picks her up and runs towards the house. They open the door, Qiao’s father is
packing working papers, walking from one room to another, then rush out of the
house while putting on his uniform, he passes the mom and the daughter
without looking at them and runs into the hard wind. Qiao and her mother walk
into the house, her mom drops Qiao beside a window and try to close it to block
the storm and sand. Qiao looks at her father’s silhouette disappear in the storm
from the window, then looks at her mom busy with the window and the sand on
the floor. Her hands grab a box between a spaceship model and a rocket-shape
award from the shelf. She opens the box, takes out the rocks, and put them in
front of the window with the rock she just picked up. She observes the rocks
carefully and labels them with different names. The light from outside of the
window is getting darker.
While Qiao is playing with her rock collections, her mom turns on the TV. She
walks around the house, tries to find the radio. She sees every corner on the
couch and the shelf, then turns around and walks into another room. She walks
out of the room with a radio on her hand. She puts down the radio beside the
TV, then sits on the couch, watching and listening to the news about the Launch
of the spaceship at the same time. Then she stands up again, starts to pacing
the room. Qiao looks worried at her mother as she starts to talk to herself. Qiao
nervously stands beside her mom, trying to hold her hand. As the background
sound of the news starts to count down for rocket lift-off, Qiao’s mom grabs her
hand and drags her to the coach, listens carefully, and nervously to it. Qiao
escapes from her mom’s garb and runs out of the house to escapes from the
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tense atmosphere. She raises her head, wants to take a deep breath, then she
sees something that made her eyes open wide.
Qiao stands on the balcony, clenches the rock in her hand. She looks up into
the sky from the crack of city buildings, finds several stars faintly shining. Qiao’s
thoughts shifts between memories and realities: she saw her silhouette when
she’s a kid; the hand she holds a rock on the rooftop; the broken glass on the
ground; the astronaut suit of her father; the typing hand on the laptop; the face
of her father in the storm; and the photo of her families standing in front of the
rocket…finally, it’s the scene of she standing alone under the great star night in
the desert, watching the rocket lift-off from a distance. Her mom stands behind
her, hand in the rock she drops earlier in the house. They watch the rock
disappear in the sky.
Back to reality, the stars are still faintly shining above the city. Qiao clenches
the rock and leaves the balcony. She opens the drawer and takes out her rockcollection box then put the rock in it. Feeling content and relaxed, Qiao opens
her laptop. The typing sound begins again.

Rational:
Sand in the sky is a very objective film that based on my own memories and
real life experience of spending my childhood in the desert with my parents.
And as I grow up and left the desert, I found the memories of living in the desert
doesn’t disappear.
I think people’s life just like the weather in the desert. It can be brutal to the
creature lives in it. Sometimes the sun is so bright that burns the surface of
objects, sometimes the wind is blowing so hard that makes people lost their
way and don’t know where to go. Similar things happens in one’s life. There are
so many ups and downs in our life, and each one of us live on the Earth is as
small as a dirt in the desert. When the storm comes, the only thing we can do
is hide. But after the storm is the clearest sky and brightest stars, and the storm
will always end someday. Everyone has important moment and memories that
can remind you who you are and what you have. I think that’s what really
pushes people to dreaming ahead and keep going.
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Vision and style:
2D animation, simple character design. Abstract graphic animation included.

Multiple color variations. Based on psychological feeling of memory.

Colorful, abstract graphic
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Budget:
Item

Estimated cost

TVPaint Software

$400

Wacom Cintiq

$550

Adobe Software

IK

Ipad Pro

$700

Apple pen

$100

Festival fee

$500

Hard Drive

$90

Composer(possibly)

$300

Timeline:
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APPENDIX II
UNUSED CONCEPT DRAFTS
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